Elevated pain threshold in eating disorders: physiological and psychological factors.
Several studies have found decreased pain sensitivity in patients with eating disorders but it is unclear what physiological and psychological factors are associated with this abnormality. In the present investigation, thermal pain threshold latency, somatoform dissociation, body image disturbance and physiological indices of autonomic neural system activity were measured in 39 female patients with eating disorders (21 with anorexia nervosa and 18 with bulimia nervosa) and 17 healthy women. Pain threshold was elevated in patients with eating disorders, especially those with binge-purging symptomatology. A regression analysis indicated that increased pain threshold is moderately associated with decreased peripheral skin temperature and weakly associated with lack of familiarity with one's own body. However, the between group differences in pain perception remained significant after controlling for peripheral skin temperature. Hence, elevation of pain threshold in eating disorders is a replicable finding, which is not explicable by peripheral indices of autonomic system activity or by somatoform dissociation. In future research it may be evaluated as a potential marker of broader phenotype of decreased interoceptive awareness, which may be associated with vulnerability to the development of eating disorders.